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liable to be destroyed amid wars and troubles, than works
of art. Even so, the Pilgrim Fathers and their descendants
could carry with them into the West little of European
material civilization; but they preserved old English
songs and ballads better than their brethren who stayed
at home.
On the basis of these sagas Homer, it seems reasonable
to believe, invented the great epic, differing from what
had existed before him in magnitude, in psychological interest
—character as well as incident—and in the artistic unity
that he gains by plunging in medias res, describing a single
episode of a few weeks' duration and merely alluding to the
events of the preceding years. His date may well be about
850 or later, as Herodotos believed ; in the eighth century
his fame was already widespread, and poets both of Aiolis
and Ionia, Arktinos of Miletos and Lesches of Mytilene,
were engaged in writing sequels to him. And it is reasonable
to believe not only in a great poetic tradition among these
early Greeks, like the saga-tradition among the Norsemen,
but also in one Ionian individual of transcendent genius
whose work is the crown of all that had gone before; for
so far were other poets of his age from being able to repeat
his performance that the sequels with which they proceeded
to provide him, codifying, as it were, the whole epic cycle,
were merely short episodic chronicle epics after the manner
of the Thebaid. Proklos tells us of their modest length, and
says that they were read in his time " for their subject-matter
rather than on their merits " ; and Aristotle in the Poetics
dryly remarks that each of the cyclic poems would " provide
plots for many tragedies ", while the longer Iliad could
supply at most one or two.
Homer, then, be it, or " another poet of the same name ".
It is a perfectly good north Greek name; and the eponym
of the Homeric poetic guild of Chios need no more be a
mythical figure than the eponym of the Hippokratic medical
school or the Sokratic schools of philosophy. He, and the
epic poetry on which he worked, were the channel through
which something of the beauty and pathos of an older, stormy

